THE   CLEARING   HOUSE
of an unknown lady in Euston Square. The boy,
hearing himself thus addressed by name, stopped short,
blushed, blurted out 'I don't know you', and incontinently
took to his heels.
Before being put *on the strength', so to speak, of the
Railway Clearing House, Lane, in common with other
candidates, had to pass an examination. In those days
at all events, the task was not a very exacting one. To
write legibly, to spell correctly, and to 'do* decimals—
such were the' requirements, and Lane satisfied the
examiners. There was one other candidate up at the
same time, James Murray, whose brother, Donald,
afterwards Secretary of the National Liberal Club, was
already in the Clearing House. As Murray came from
the Lewis Islands and spoke 'braid Scots', while Lane
spoke equally broad Devon, the interchange of ideas
between the two neophytes must have been attended with
considerable difficulty. They struck up a friendship,
however, which was only terminated by Murray's death.
If there was a competition for ugliness among all the
public buildings in Great Britain, it would be surprising
if the Railway Clearing House did not carry off the palm.
The dullness of its exterior is flawless, and it is to be hoped
that no agitator for a 'Brighter London* will ever mar the
perfection of its unloveliness. Yet the work that goes
on within it is such as to earn the gratitude of every
traveller by train. What the precise nature of those
labours is I do not pretend to grasp, but the bewildering
complexity of the problems with which the gentlemen
of the staff are called upon to deal may be gauged from
the fact that when their labours are done for the day,
most of them seek relaxation for the mind in—chess!
At least, this was the state of affairs in the early Eighties,
when John Lane had served about half his time there.

